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Nicolette D. Manglos-Weber 
 
The tension between cosmopolitan and nationalist impulses in politics is not new, and yet it has 
gained salience in recent years. It is expressed in the ever-changing dogmas of global 
humanitarian aid, the ambivalence of poverty alleviation as a goal in inter-state diplomacy, and 
the concurrent rise of global social movements and reactive nationalisms around the world. 
These trends, and their associated dynamics, highlight different answers to the question of what 
and how much societies owe to those of other nationalities, particularly those who are suffering.  
In Adler’s study of transnational civic engagement at the U.S.-Mexico border, these 
tensions are born out in the immediate experiences of immersion travelers, as they engage with 
migrants, immigration control agents, local activists and humanitarians, and the very landscape 
and infrastructure of the borderland. The travelers Adler studies, primarily students and religious 
congregants, are caught between the ethical demands of “distant suffering” (p. 11) on the border; 
and the seemingly self-evidence necessity of the border itself, and security as a state project. The 
border does exactly what it is supposed to; and it is unsettling to watch.  
 To understand this experience of “guided unsettledness” (p. 165-166), Adler accompanies 
several groups on their trips to the border as a participant observer, and conducts interviews and 
surveys with travelers at the time of their trip and six months later. He leverages many kinds of 
data: the daily rituals and interactions, the emotional quality of the journey, and the differing 
styles of the various groups he accompanies. He deftly uses the tools of cultural analysis and 
engages current debates about how culture, cognition, and motivation work to shape behavior. 
He offers his case as a setting in which settledness and unsettledness are brought together, where 
people rely on both automatic and discursive forms of cognition to respond to new situations. His 
conclusions will thus be both validating and thought-provoking for advocates of dual-process 
theories, cultural toolkit theories, and Bourdieusian approaches to social action.   
As Adler notes repeatedly, immersion travel is a hybrid institution, sitting between the 
fields of social activism, education, tourism, and religion. Noting this, he chooses to frame it as a 
case of transnational civic engagement, or in other words a field of practice that combines “an 
organizational commitment to engagement with a widening field of moral vision (the globe)” (p. 
7). This suggests that Borderlinks, the immersion travel broker he analyses, is operating in a 
wider field alongside progressive activist groups, experiential education facilitators, and even 
international non-governmental organizations. His analysis of the history of Borderlinks and its 
wider networks bears that out. His book therefore belongs alongside other cultural analyses of 
transnationally oriented organizations and international development agents, like Swidler and 
Watkins’ A Fraught Embrace and Krause’s The Good Project. Though it is also about border 
migration and ethnic-based state violence, it has less to say to the subfields of immigration, race, 
ethnicity, and political sociology.  
The book’s biggest strengths lie in its development of concepts, including the idea of 
guided unsettledness, as well as group-level “critical reflexivity” (pp. 224-228). He defines the 
latter as a process of challenging what travelers think they know and perceive, “using ideological 
resources that problematized reality” (226). Reflexivity is an important and hotly debated 
concept in cultural sociology, and I appreciated Adler’s efforts to scale this up to a small-group-
interaction level.  
Empathy is also an important concept for Adler. Again, he takes this core idea out of the 
psychological realm and into the social-interactional space, focusing on how different types of 
empathy strategies employed by Borderlinks have very different short-term and long-term 
impacts on travelers’ emotions, attitudes, and behaviors. Adler makes it clear that empathy is a 
cultural object as much as a biological and moral one, and like other cultural objects it is shaped 
by social conditions and contingences, often taking on a life of its own. I would love to see more 
such research on empathy as an experience that moves between emotion and perception, the self 
and the collective, and automatic and discursive modes of processing.  
At certain points, though, Adler gets pulled into the question of, “do these trips work?”; 
and I think this line of analysis is less productive. It leads him into tenuous comparisons about 
those who are and are not “transformed,” and/or what kind of transformation is or is not attained. 
I found myself wondering, for example: is an uptick of 12 percent in the number of the travelers 
who have ever contacted a politician about immigration a lot (p. 210)? Is post-trip conflict with 
one’s own family members about immigration, and confusion about one’s role in shaping 
immigration policy, a sign of the trip “working” or not (pp. 202-203)? Hard to say, unless one 
has concrete comparison examples or end goals, which Borderlinks specifically avoids 
delineating in the spirit of openness to experience and political neutrality.  
Nonetheless, Adler’s work is both methodologically innovative, and a great example of 
how empirics and conceptual abstraction can be brought into dialogue. It is an essential analysis 
of what is sure to continue to be a major part of modern life into the future, i.e. transnational 
civic engagement as a strategy for dealing with the tensions between the cosmopolitan and 
nationalist ethos. I highly recommend it for the timeliness of its topic, and as an example of what 
excellent cultural sociology can look like today. 
 
 
